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Abstract: This paper argues on the importance of intercultural competence development of the 
academic and other staff, providing services to international students as part of the internalization 
policy of higher education. For this purpose two educational institutions are surveyed: Ruse 
University (RU), Bulgaria and Hubei University of Technology (HBUT), China. Recently, both 
universities have increased the number of their study abroad programs for local students, university 
programs for international students and exchange mobility transfers as part of their policies for 
internationalization. These institutions of higher education have also cooperated under the Erasmus+ 
program, which provided the authors with the possibility to elaborate a survey on the topic. Thus total 
of 29 international student educators participated in the study, which involved survey questionnaires 
in English, based on the Integrated Process Model of Intercultural Competence. The research results 
reveal that intercultural competence development is not a policy built-in practice or an organized 
process in these universities, which brings every-day challenges for the educators. Also, the findings 
confirm Hofstede’s conclusion on organizational culture by showing that in spite of the differences 
between Bulgarian and Chinese national cultures, these two universities’ policies, values and 
practices are very similar.  
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1 Introduction 
This paper argues on the importance of intercultural competence development of 
the international students’ academic and other staff in universities, targeted at 
internalization of their higher education. For this purpose two educational 
institutions are surveyed: Ruse University (RU), Bulgaria and Hubei University of 
Technology (HBUT), China. Recently, both universities have increased the number 
of their study abroad programs for local students, university programs for 
international students and exchange mobility transfers as part of their policies for 
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internationalization. These institutions of higher education have also cooperated 
under the Erasmus+ program and have set common goals to develop their 
institutional and human capacities in international relations and exchanges.   
The paper firstly shortly discusses the relevant internalization policies in Europe 
and China, as well as in both academic institutions. Then it presents some 
arguments from previous research on the positive relation between the 
internalization of universities and the intercultural competence of their academic 
and personnel staff. Based on that, the article introduces the results of a 
comparative survey on how intercultural competence (ICC) is acquired by the 
teachers from the International Student Department of RU and the School of 
International Education of HBUT. The latter are collectively called ‘international 
students educators’ as they tutor, supervise, provide services or lecture 
international students at these both educational institutions. The rationale for such a 
comparative survey, the paper finds in the impact of these faculty members on both 
international and domestic students. Being sometimes on a daily basis with the 
students at home or abroad, these educators, teachers, counselors, supervisors or 
administrators, exercise a paramount contribution to the content and meaning of the 
internationalized curricula (Goode, 2006). Since they are at the ‘front’ of the 
university and exercise intercultural communication repeatedly, the level of their 
intercultural competence or sensitivity might support or detriment the university 
attractiveness. The importance of their role raises the question of how 
interculturally competent they are and how the university policy plans for their 
development.  
 
2. Internalization of Higher Education 
2.1 Definition and Rationale  
The increasing number of definitions on the topic signals the growing interest and 
investments in the area (Благоева-Хазърбасанова, 2012). Additionally, this 
tendency can be interpreted as a sign that internalization is becoming of significant 
importance to higher education institutions. Researchers agree that this variety of 
concepts undoubtedly indicates how different theories shape the understanding of 
the process. In the article ‘Internationalization of higher education: a conceptual 
framework’ Knight summaries a large number of existing definitions and suggests 
a typology of approaches to institutional internalization. (Knight, 1997).The author 
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clusters possible rationales for internationalization of higher education into four 
groups: political, economic, academic and cultural/ social, and thus brings a useful 
framework of this discussion. (Knight, 1997). Political rationale relates to issues 
concerning the country’s position and role in the world as a nation. The economic 
one refers to long-term objectives for economic impact, seen as a contribution to 
more skilled human resources for better economic competitiveness. The academic 
principle relates with improving the quality of education and achieving 
internationally recognized high standards. Finally, the cultural/ social argument 
concentrates on the role of the country’s culture and language as well as on the 
importance of understanding foreign cultures and languages or acquiring cross-
cultural knowledge and skills. (Knight, 1997)  
2.2 Internationalization of Higher Education in Europe  
The ‘Study of the Internationalization of Higher Education’ elaborates on the EU 
context in depth. (de Wit H. & Hunter & Howard &. Egron-Polak, 2015). In order 
to thoroughly analyze the topic, the authors of the study surveyed 10 EU countries 
and 7 others across the world.  The document states that in the EU, as a strategic 
approach, the internalization has been developed and implemented for the last 30 
years by the European programmes for research and education, in particular by the 
ERASMUS programme but also by research programmes like the Marie Curie 
Fellowships. The internationalization of higher education has been influenced by 
the globalization of the worldwide economies, intensified interactions among 
societies and the increased importance of knowledge. It is driven by a dynamic and 
constantly evolving combination of political, economic, socio-cultural and 
academic rationales. These rationales, as highlighted by the document, take 
different forms and dimensions in the EU regions and countries, in institutions and 
their programmes. There is no one model that fits all. ‘In the implication of this 
concept, there are various national, regional and even institutional differences in 
the EU countries’ is stated in the study. (de Wit H. & Hunter & Howard &. Egron-
Polak, 2015).     
2.3 Bulgaria and Ruse University 
In Bulgaria the National Strategy for Developing the Higher Education envisions 
the internationalization of academic programs and e-learning as means to improve 
the quality of the educational programs and content. For this purpose, the strategic 
document also plans for promoting the introduction of more joint programs as well 
as the increase of the number of educational programs in foreign languages. 
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Obviously, it encourages the internalization of higher education from the academic 
perspective, as explained above.   
Regarding the internalization of Ruse University, some important conclusions are 
presented in the paper Internalization of Higher Education in Angel Kanchev 
University of Ruse. (Попова & Белоев & Ангелов, 2013). The document 
compares some of the 2013 survey results, conducted by the European University 
Association with the priorities for internalization of Ruse University for the period 
2014 -2020. The University Strategy, a required part of the Erasmus set of 
organizational documents, identifies the development of international dimension of 
curricula and study programs as a main prerequisite for improving the quality of 
education and the attractiveness of this educational institution. Additionally, the 
University Strategy highlights the importance of transfer of best practices in 
teaching methods and research from all over the world so that creativity, 
innovation and entrepreneurship among mobile students and teachers are 
encouraged. The second priority lies within the development of the network of 
international partnerships of universities and extending its geographical coverage 
by intensifying bidirectional mobility in Europe and to/from other continents. Last 
but not least, the Strategy underlines the necessity to improve the management and 
financing of universities by utilizing the EU funding opportunities to implement 
educational and research projects in international partnerships.  
2.4 Internationalization of Higher Education in China  
After 1983 China decisively embarked the process of internalization of higher 
education, which at that time seized to be “government-dominated” and changed 
into “university-dominated”. (Zhu & others, 2011). Such a dramatic change in the 
last 30 years was driven by the policy reform, described by Yang as  “the four 
modernizations” (of industry, agriculture, defense, and science and technology, 
through implementation of economic reform). (in Guo & Guo (Eds), 2016). The 
new political environment was interpreted in the university internationalization 
strategies in three different directions: ‘studying abroad, integrating an 
international dimension into university teaching and learning, and providing 
transnational programs in cooperation with foreign/overseas institutional partners’. 
(Yang in Guo & Guo (Eds), 2016). The cited authors refer to these three degrees of 
international cooperation as low, medium and high involvement modes and further 
define them as “education exchange, contractual agreement and direct investment”. 
(Zhu & others, 2011). However, the Chinese experience is seen as one of 
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contradictions and paradoxes, caused by historical and cultural circumstances and 
generating current issues such as “over-commercialization, insufficient government 
fund support, evil culture eroding…. and etc.” (Zhu & others, 2011) These 
development tendencies are also discussed by Chen, who is more focused on the 
impact of the internationalization of higher education on the ‘competitive force, 
economy and the development of science’. (Chen, 2011) Based on the findings, the 
author suggests five approaches to boosting the process: ‘establishing 
administrative network, shaping the international reputation of higher education, 
merging policy with communication activities simultaneously to reverse the brain 
drain situation and to encourage the internationalization of higher education 
institutions’. (Chen, 2011).  
2.5 Hubei University of Technology  
The Hubei University of Technology have recently enacted 13th Five-Year Plan for 
Internationalization Developing, which consists of four strategies as its developing 
visions, as explained below:  
First, internationalization of the faculty members: It is planned that by 2020, 30% 
of the newly hired teachers will have been educated abroad and got their PhD 
degrees from an overseas institute. In addition, 40% of the whole university faculty 
will have studied in overseas programs longer than 6 months.  
Second, internationalization of the students: The Plan states that by 2020 the 
University enrolment of international students will have reached 1500, while no 
less than 70% of them will be degree students. At the same time at least 5 
Articulation Programs will be enacted while 2 overseas campuses of HBUT will be 
established. As far as the local students are concerned, it is planned that at least 6% 
of them will have participated in international exchange programs.  
Third, internationalization of the curriculum: The 13th Five-Year Plan envisions 
the University to be the leading faculty for encouraging policies to develop the 
internationalized curriculum. Due to that, it is expected that by year 2020, 20% of 
the courses in HBUT will be delivered bilingually or completely in English.  
Four, internationalization of the research: Last but not least, the Plan aims at 
having 10 international cooperation research platforms by 2020. The University 
will also host 5 highly qualified international research conferences in the next 5 
years. 
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3. Internalization and Intercultural Competence  
It has become clear that in Europe (specifically in Bulgaria) as well as in China, 
universities are expected to become key players in the global knowledge economy, 
and internationalization is identified as a key response to globalization. As the cited 
documents indicate, internationalization is viewed as the development of the 
international dimension of curricula and study programs to improve the quality of 
education, transfer of best practices, development of the network of international 
partnerships of universities and intensifying mobility programs. Bennett in his 
article comes to a similar conclusion that internalization is often ‘expressed in 
numbers and lists of how many exchange programs a university offers to students 
and staff, how many international students are enrolled and how many courses 
carry the word ‘international’ in their title’. (Bennett, 2009) Brewer and Leask 
discuss similar key issues, inherent in the internalized curricula: content, strategies 
for changes and faculty development. (Brewer & Leask, 2012) They advocate for 
such internalization ‘which is embedded in the institutional mission, curriculum 
structure and faculty responsibilities and compensation’. (Brewer & Leask, 2012). 
The authors propone the encouragement of faculty educators to reflect upon the 
meaning of internalization for their discipline, their department and research work 
as well as for their competences because ‘the range of skills, knowledge and 
attitudes …are many and varied’. (Deardorff, 2011, Farkas-Teekens, 1997, 
Sanderson, 2008 in Brewer &Leask, 2012) Deardorff cites an expert, who 
advocated that the internationalization efforts should also “enable the academic 
community to have the ability to understand, appreciate, and articulate the reality 
of interdependence among nations and to prepare faculty, staff, and students to 
function in an international and intercultural context”. (Deardorff, 2006) 
However, the reviewed studies only scratch on the concept of acquiring 
intercultural competence by the international educators as a result or a prerequisite 
for internalization of higher education. Thus obviously this topic is left for the 
higher education institutions themselves to establish, evaluate and follow. So once 
universities have set a clear goal of internalization, they need to develop 
mechanisms to prepare educational staff for better comprehension of intercultural 
encounters and to provide pathways to solutions for problems that arise out of 
cultural differences in communication. (Благоева-Хазърбасанова, 2012) 
There is a widely accepted concept that the process of acquiring ICC starts when 
exploring and comparing the interlocutor’s own cultural identity to other identities 
Vol. 7, No. 2/2017 
 
 515 
in the intercultural discourse expands over the learning process itself. (Fantini & 
Tirmizi, 2006, Попова, 2011). Based on this statement, the article claims that if 
international students educators, better comprehend and evaluate their own 
personal experience as learners, they would be better able to facilitate the 
intercultural learning of others, also supported by the Aston University Review. 
(Hall M., K. Ainsworth, S. Teeling, 2012)  
Further on, other practioners and researchers in this field speculate upon the 
importance of the leap from a basic understanding of intercultural experience to a 
higher level of cognitive and behavioural trainers’ performance, “when they 
(trainers) can apply that foundation of knowledge and skills as intercultural 
educators” (Paige (1993) in Hall M., K. Ainsworth, S. Teeling, 2012). At the same 
time, being representatives of the higher institution educational staff, these same 
educational practitioners intentionally or not serve as role models for their students 
and advertising agents for their universities. If they consciously or unconsciously 
behave themselves culturally incompetent, they would most probably fail to 
achieve effective cultural mentoring and teaching for their students. In addition, 
“the cultural mentoring role is not well understood, and intercultural learning and 
development are often left up to the students themselves”. (Paige & Goode, 2009, 
p. 347). Moreover, there are cases in which, as cited in the Aston University 
Review, “the majority (of the international faculty directors) lacked formal 
preparation for their role, and that the preparation they did receive focused mainly 
on logistical issues, while lacking content necessary to facilitate the intercultural 
developments of students in their charge. (Hall M., K. Ainsworth, S. Teeling, 
2012).  
 
4.  Elaborated Research 
4.1 Research Question  
Therefore, our research focuses on analysing ‘what are the demographics of the 
international educators from RU, Bulgaria and HBUT, China and how do they 
acquire intercultural competence (ICC)”. The findings will show how strongly the 
cultural/ social rationale from the Knight’s concept has been supported in these 
both universities’ policies for internationalization. The assumption is that possible 
policy flaws (if any) might worsen the process of cultural adaptation of 
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international students and consequently lessen the impact of the internationalized 
academic programs.  
4.2 Applied Methods 
To solve the purpose and tasks of the research the following methods have been 
applied to the study: 
For the purposes of the current study, two groups of educators were interviewed.  
Standardized questionnaires in English for both of the groups were used with 15 
questions, out of which: 2 on demographics, 10 multiple choices answers and 1 for 
numerical evaluation.  The structure of the questionnaires follows the components 
of the Integrated Process Model of Intercultural Competence (Bebenova-Nikolova, 
2016). The same design approach is applied to analyze the dialectic in intercultural 
communication and assess the intercultural competence in Romanian-Bulgarian 
cross-border teams, working under the Romania – Bulgaria CBC 2007-2014  
(Бебенова-Николова, 2017). The detailed structure of the questionnnaire is 
presented in Figure1. To tailor it to the institutional belonging of the respondents, 
the component ‘Team Effectiveness’ from Fig.1 in (Bebenova-Nikolova, 2016) is 
re-named as ‘Organizational Effectiveness’ as shown on Figure1. This change led 
to  standardized questionnaires with 15 questions, out of which: 2 on 
demographics, 10 multiple choice and 1 for numerical evaluation.   
13 Bulgarian and 16 Chinese educators, dealing with international students, were 
asked to answer the interview questions. The researcher had additional discussions 
with some of the Chinese respondents to clarify the meaning of some of the 
questions, concerning the evaluation of English competency. The data collection 
period was 01.04.2016 - 10.06.2017. 
The statistical analysis of the results is done using the special software package 
SPSS, for which procedure each question (sub-query) is coded as a statistical 
variable in the sense of this concept, which generates 38 variables with different 
names. 
4.3 Discussion 
Demographics - While the male and female educators are equally presented in the 
HBUT group, the female representatives strongly prevail in the RU group. This 
finding relates with the strong tendency in Bulgaria for feminization of the teaching 
jobs. Then the HBUT educators’ age distribution is very even since there is only 1 
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person above the age of 51, while the others’ ages range equally between the 20 to 
50 years. The RU respondents tend to be ‘older’ with a majority above the age of 
41. The answers to the question: ‘How long have you been on the job’ reveal the 
length of the respondents’ professional experience as international students 
educators. The last section in Table 1 indicates that the majority of the HBUT 
group, namely 11 people are relatively new on the job, having worked as such for 
not more than 3 years. At the same time 11 out of 13 respondents from RU have 
had experience on the job between 3 and 10 years. The cross analysis of the 
distribution of respondents’ age according to their gender and professional 
experience follows the trend of older female educators from RU with more than 3 
years on the job in comparison to younger representatives from HBUT with equal 
sex representation and with a professional experience between 1 and 3 years.   
This finding leads to the conclusion that the surveyed Bulgarian educators are not 
only ‘older’ than the Chinese and predominantly women, but, perhaps due to their 
seniority, have more job experience.   
Linguistic Competence - The prevailing group of Chinese educators has level of 
English equal and above B1-B2. These are 11 people with 1-3 years on the job 
presenting 68.7%. Similarly, 11 people from the Bulgarians (86,7%), with more 
than 3 years on the job, claim the same competency in English. Both mentioned 
groups use Lingua Franca ‘often and very often’.  
The results about the usage of Chinese/Bulgarian with the international students are 
diverse. In HBUT, the local language comes second of use because half of the 
group claims its usage ‘often and very often’, while the local Bulgarian language in 
RU is rarely used by 11 of the Bulgarian respondents.  
Then 12 out of 16 Chinese educators reveal almost no knowledge in the mother 
tongues of the international students and 4 others claim that they can ‘somewhat’ 
speak them. As a consequence 14 rarely use these foreign languages. In contrast, 
the Bulgarian respondents present a greater variety of linguistic competence since 
11 of them indicate competency on the students’ native languages. However 7 
often or very often communicate with the international students in mother tongue.  
These findings lead to the conclusion that in HBUT the communication with the 
international students is almost never done in their native languages. English is 
‘often and very often’ used as Lingua Franca, in spite of the fact that only 4 out of 
16 Chinese have a level of English C1-C2, which allows ‘effective operational 
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proficiency or advanced' as stated in the Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages. However, the linguistic communication competences of 
the HBUT staff might need to be further evaluated, considering the lack of full 
compliance between the European and the Chinese test system for English 
competency, 
As far as the RU group is concerned, the surveyed educators also tend to use 
English predominantly but they also diversify their communication channels via 
the usage of the international students’ languages.  
Cross–cultural knowledge - The variation cross analysis on the answers, which 
reveal prior cross-cultural knowledge, lead to the conclusion that almost half of 
these Chinese educators didn’t have any cultural awareness when they started their 
job at HBUT international departments. Neither did the Bulgarian staff.  
Organizational effectiveness - This component of the Intercultural Competence is 
surveyed through questions, concerning the organizational cohesiveness 
commitment to the Internalization policy as discussed in the previous paragraphs. 
81,25 % from the Chinese international students educators claims full awareness of 
the 13th Five-Year Plan for Internationalization Developing of Hubei University of 
Technology. However 3 people out of 16 show some concerns come from the least 
experienced and the youngest. Interestingly, the same number of educators 
‘disagrees’ or ‘can’t say’ if they function as a team with their colleagues and of 
they have an action plan, coherent with the University strategy.  Nevertheless they 
join the others in their motivation to contribute the internalization of their 
university just like the rest 13 respondents.  
The Bulgarian educators answer in a quite similar way since 12 people (92,3%) 
from them are being aware of the RU policy and having the team feeling. Similarly 
to the HBUT results, this 1 person, who can’t say if he is aware of the University 
goals, has a professional experience on the job between 3-5 years. Answering the 
last questions, all RU educators claim having an action plan, related with the 
organizational strategy as well as commitment to contribute to the internalization 
process.   
Interpersonal skills (skills to manage interpersonal relations) - 10 Chinese 
educators (62,5%) ‘disagree’ or ‘can’t say’ if they ‘have no difficulties or 
misunderstandings when communicating with the international students’ and they 
belong to the group of between 1-5 years on the job. The rest 6 demonstrate 
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confidence in sustaining good communication with the international students. The 
Bulgarian respondents demonstrate similar uncertainty as 5 (38,4%) disagree or 
can’t say if communicating with the international students causes 
misunderstandings. However, all Chinese and Bulgarians claim that they are 
‘aware of how culture shapes their way of thinking’. 
Skills to manage cultural uncertainty - While 11 out of 16 show confidence in 
dealing with the cultural uncertainty, 5 show hesitance and these are employees 
from 1 to 5 years on the job. This ratio is more favorable in the Bulgarian group 
with 10 out of 13, who agree or strongly agree that they can manage cultural 
uncertainty. Only 1 person in both national groups is hesitant on the question of the 
willingness to accept changes and take risks.  
Cultural empathy- This component of the Intercultural competence is firstly, 
evaluated via two statements on the lack of differences in culture and 
communication between native and international students. Most of the Bulgarians 
and all of the Chinese respondents disagree with that or can’t say it. While over 
80% of the HBUT educators think they show interest in foreign students' culture, 
more than 20% do not agree or can not say that, similarly to the RU respondents, 
90% of whom firmly state that they show flexibility and empathy. These 
observations lead to the conclusion that the surveyed educators are willing to show 
empathy and do that in their teaching jobs. 
Internal results/ intercultural reflection - This component of the process for 
acquiring intercultural competence is explored via surveying the pre-employment 
and post-employment experience of the educators. Four questions are asked on the 
provision of intercultural trainings and job challenges before and after taking the 
job. 
Both groups of HBUT and RU respondents inform about the lack of specialized 
intercultural trainings.  10 Chinese educators, 62,5%, did not have any such 
training, 80% of who are from the group of teachers up to 40 years of age and with 
1-3 years on the job. This same number of people claims that even after they 
started their work with the international students, they have not had any specialized 
educational activity. Similarly, 53.8% Bulgarians did not have any pre-employment 
training, which includes those with a job experience between 10-20 years. This 
percentage is almost retained after the respondents started their job, while the 
percentage of those who have had 1 and more than 1 training slightly increases.   
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As far as the pre-employment job challenges are concerned, 7 people from the 
Bulgarian group point at the ‘lack of previous experience’ and 5 – ‘the difficult 
administrative procedures’. The situation changed after they started working on the 
job: 5 of them find challenges in ‘the difficult administrative procedures’ and 6 - in 
the ‘difficult communication and insufficient competency’. The Chinese 
respondents’ answers on the past challenges are more varied, but they group 
around ‘insufficient competence’ as a current challenge.  
 
5. Conclusions 
This research not only contributes to the exploration of acquiring intercultural 
competence by international educators, but its findings also reveal that the higher 
education institutions have not yet installed the necessary institutional mechanisms 
to establish, evaluate and follow this topic.  
Moreover the literature review on that matter clearly suggests that trainers in 
intercultural situations should acquire a higher level of cognitive and behavioural  
performance in order to communicate effectively and appropriately with their 
international students. This finding contrasts with the reported lack of formal pre-
job and post-job preparation. This insufficient training worsens the work 
experience of these tutors, who claim not enough competence and confidence for 
this job even after some years of teaching practice.  If these educators consciously 
or unconsciously behave themselves culturally incompetent, they would most 
probably fail to achieve effective cultural mentoring and teaching for their students.  
Last but not least, since the international student educators unofficially act as role 
models for their students and advertising agents for their universities, their 
adequate training might bring to the university competitive advantages or on the 
other hand, the lack of such might spoil the effect of the otherwise excellent 
university education.  
  





Figure 1. “Drop-down” menus to the Integrated Process Model on Intercultural 
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